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A behind-the-scenes
look at the techniques
and thought processes
involved in bringing to
life this commissioned
illustration about insomnia
A successful illustration isn’t just visually
appealing; it makes a strong visual statement
which clearly expresses the artist’s intentions.
Aside from colour and composition – two
fundamental properties of the visual arts –  the
individual style of the artist is also extremely
important. But when working commercially, an
additional requirement comes to the fore: content.
When an art director hires an illustrator, they
choose him or her as much on their ability to
convey a message as on individual style.

First off, consider what the illustration needs to
say. Will the viewer be able to pick up on the
concept at a glance? Are there secondary elements
that will support the primary visual elements and
help communicate the concept more clearly? Keep
all of this in mind when presenting your idea to a
potential client. And don’t forget about those
fundamental rules of colour and composition…

This tutorial focuses on an illustration by Derek
Lea, originally commissioned by a pharmaceutical
publication to illustrate a feature on insomnia.
It detailed the adverse effects of the illness on
sufferers who felt trapped by their condition.

The primary visual element, the tired face in
the window, conveys this idea at a glance. The
clocks, pills, books and other objects support the
primary visual element by adding more literal
elements to the mix.

If you want to know more about how we created
this image using Photoshop, then go to next the 
page, open the files in the download box below 
and we’ll show you how, step by step. We’ll also 
shed light on the thinking behind each stage.

DON’T LOSE
ANY SLEEP
OVER IT…

PHOTOSHOP
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Artwork and expertise by 
Derek Lea.
www.dereklea.com
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INSIGHT

CHANNEL OPTIONS
In this tutorial, there are several instances
where we generate selections from alpha
channels. For this to work properly (and to
help speed the process up), it’s important
that you check how your channel options
are set. Double-click on one of your alpha
channel icons in the Channels palette to 
open the Channel options. Make sure that the
colour in your channel indicates masked and
not selected areas. If you have the colour
indicating selected areas, you’ll have to get
used to inverting a selection every time you
make one from a channel in this tutorial.

1Open the files Canvas.psd and Paint.psd (on the
CD). Drag the image from the Paint.psd file into the

Canvas.psd file as a new layer using the Move
tool. Name the layer ‘paint’. Resize the layer using
Free Transform (Command+T) to fit within the canvas
area. Command-click Path 1 from the Paths palette to
generate a selection from it.

PART1 THE
BACKGROUND
First off, we’ll use colour and texture
to define the melancholy mood of the
piece, as well as incorporate some
subtle meaning into the image

2 Invert the selection (Command+Shift+I), and
create a new layer. Name it ‘white’. Fill the

selection with white to create an irregular shaped
edge. From now on, all of the layers you create will 
be underneath this one, maintaining the edge shape.
On the paint layer, select all (Command+A) and copy
(Command+C).

3Command-click the Layer icon to generate a
selection from it. Create a new channel in the

Channels palette and paste (Command+P). With this
selection active, your image is pasted into an identical
position. Deselect. Open the file bricks.psd. Drag the
bricks in as a new layer on top of the paint layer.

4Resize/reposition the bricks using Free Transform
until you’ve covered the lower three-quarters of

the image. Choose Layer>Add Layer Mask>Reveal All
from the menu to add a mask. Command-click your
new channel icon to generate a selection from it.
Select the Gradient tool, set to Radial, foreground to
Transparent, with a foreground colour of black.

5Within the active selection, on the new layer mask,
use the Gradient tool several times with its current

settings to mask out some areas of the brick layer.
You may have to go over certain areas a few times,
because the channel we used to create the selection
has areas that aren’t pure white or black.

6Deselect and drag in the image layer from
Hill.psd. Resize using Free Transform. Change 

the layer blending mode to Hard Light and reduce the
opacity to 63 per cent. Copy the layer and change the
mode to Linear Burn. Create a new layer set and add
these two layers to it in their current order.

7In the Paths palette, use the Path Selection tool 
to select the closed path vertically situated just

under the top of the hill photo. Click on the Load 
Path as a Selection button in the Paths palette to
create a selection from this closed path. Now select
Layer>Add Layer Mask>Reveal Selection from the
menu to add a layer mask to your new layer set.

8Now use the same method to create a selection
from the closed smaller path to the lower right. 

Fill the selection, on the layer set mask, with a
foreground colour (Option-Delete) of black. Deselect
and drag in the image layer from the file Sky.psd.
Resize and reposition the layer to stretch across the
top of the image.

9Reduce the opacity to 21 per cent, duplicate the
layer, change the duplicate’s mode to Multiply,

and the opacity to 100 per cent. Make a selection from
your paint channel again and invert it. Create a new
layer with a blending mode of Multiply. Use the
Radial Gradient tool inside the selection, same colour
and options as previously, to blend in some black on
the upper-right of this layer.
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INSIGHT

KEEP IT REAL
Because insomnia is a very human issue, it was
important to retain a photographic and tactile
feel to the image; Derek Lea deliberately 
steered towards aged or antique elements, 
to avoid the technological feel you can get 
with normal Photoshop collages. Using 
warm colours, real-world textures (the torn
watercolour painting in the background) and
‘imperfect’ elements (such as the window frame
and the ragged book edges) also helped.

10Create a new layer set and add these three
layers to it. Now, in the Paths palette, use the

Path Selection tool to select the closed path that
defines the top edge of the Hill set. Click on the
Load Path as a Selection Button to make a selection
from it. Now choose Layer>Add Layer Mask>Hide
Selection from the menu.

11Open the file Drawing.psd, select all and copy.
Create a new channel in your working file and

paste into the channel. Generate a selection from the
channel. Create a new layer and fill the selection with
white. Use Free Transform to resize/reposition the
contents of the layer in the upper-left. Add a mask and
use the Radial Gradient tool to soften the right edge.

12Reduce the layer’s opacity to 65 per cent. 
Now look carefully at what you’ve created. 

Yes, it’s the background. Yes, there’s texture, colour
and composition. But there’s also something else…
meaning, and meaning communicated on several
levels. Even with this background alone, we’re saying
a lot about insomnia. The brick wall represents the
psychological barrier that prevents sleep. The hill
represents an obstacle to overcome. The dark sky
represents night and a sense of foreboding. The
ancient drawing lends a human dimension to this
obviously digital collage, as well as bringing in
nocturnal elements such as the moon and stars. 
The overall colour palette is dark and serious. These
pictorial elements all help to convey the insomniac’s
sense of isolation, fatigue, fear and worry.

13Open the file Window.psd. This is a blend of
three images: an outer window frame, some

inner glass frames and a face shot. We’ve already
aged the face in Photoshop to depict the stress 
and anxiety which accompanies insomnia. (For an
in-depth tutorial on ageing, see Computer Arts issue
72.) Link the three existing layers in the Layers palette.

14Click anywhere on the image using the Move
tool, then drag it into your working file. Now

position the linked layers, again using the Move tool.
By dragging from the image area, you bring into your
file the active layer and the layers linked to it. If you
drag the layer icon from the Layers palette, only the
active layer (not the linked layers) is transferred.

15Open the file Clocks.psd. This contains three
different clock faces, already cropped on three

layers. Drag the layer ‘Clock 1’ into your working file,
position it using the Move tool, then reduce the
layer’s opacity to 68 per cent. Now add a layer mask
and use the Gradient tool, as you did previously, to
blend out the left area of the clock face.

16Duplicate the layer and change the mode to
Colour. Duplicate it again, change the mode

to Overlay, then reduce the opacity to 41 per cent. 
You can achieve some unique results by stacking
duplicate layers in this manner. Now, on your current
layer, select all and copy. Command-click your layer
to make a selection from the clock face shape.

17Create a new channel, and paste. Your copied
image falls nicely into the active selection. Use

levels to adjust the greyscale image until it’s almost
completely black and white. Invert the selection
(Command+Shift+I) and fill the inverted selection
with white. Command+click the channel icon and
then invert the resulting selection.

18Create a new layer and use the Radial Gradient
tool, with a yellow foreground colour sampled

from the image, to blend some colour into the left of
the selection. Create another new layer and fill the
active selection with the same foreground colour.
Deselect. Change the blending mode to Overlay, 
and the opacity to 65 per cent.
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PART2 LITERAL
IMAGERY
Now it’s time to incorporate less
suggestive images, to help convey
at a more literal level the meaning of
the illustration
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INSIGHT

GET OUTSIDE
Going out on unplanned photoshoots can reap huge
benefits. And it isn’t always the content of the photo
that’s important, either. For instance, photographing a
brick wall may seem rather pointless, but you can use
that image as a source for rough textures, unusual
colour gradations… Think imaginatively and any object
can offer up a host of graphical possibilities.

You don’t have to keep your camera on you at all
times – just make sure you pop out now and again with
no other purpose in mind than to surprise yourself,
taking interesting photos you’d never have snapped
otherwise. Build a personal library of such images and
your work will benefit enormously.

21Again, take a step back and look at your work.
In this second part of the tutorial, we’ve added

the illustration’s primary visual elements, the stuff
which conveys that ‘meaning at a glance’: the face,
tired, trapped, looking out the window at the night
sky. The clocks and hours ticking away. Things to
occupy the sleepless hours, like the books. And,
finally, the sleeping pills, the last resort of the
insomniac. These elements are quite obvious; 
they stand out from the background more than the
elements introduced in part one. They reach out and
grab the viewer by the throat, telling him or her what
the illustration is about immediately. So now you’ve
succeeded in communicating the central idea, you
can have a little more fun with the subtle details…

FINAL STEP
Create a new layer and fill the active selection
with white, then deselect. Now make some
duplicates of this layer and move them around
the image, using Free-Transform to vary their sizes
and orientations. Try some different blending
modes and opacities. Feel free to embellish the
image as you see fit, experimenting with all the
techniques we’ve outlined so far. Have fun! 

19Use Free Transform to increase the size and
reposition it to the right. Create a new layer

set and all of the clock layers to it – that way you can
easily move them as a group if you like without
linking them. Use similar techniques to have some
fun with the other clock faces supplied, and scatter
them throughout the image.

20Open the files books.psd, pills.psd,
capsules.psd and lamp.psd. Drag each image

in as a separate layer and position them throughout
the image. Go ahead and use Free Transform to resize
any elements you like – feel free to get creative with
blending modes, like changing the pills’ layer mode
to Luminosity. You could also add some gentle layer
masks using the Gradient tool.

24When you have the brushstroke positioned
just over top of the hill image, make a selection

from your channel by Command-clicking on the
Channel icon in the Channel palette. To aid you in
positioning, switch on the visibility of the CMYK
channels in the Channel palette.
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PART3 ADDING THE
FINISHING TOUCHES
How to apply the final few details

23Choose Layer>Add Layer Mask>Hide
Selection to mask out this area on the white

border layer, creating the effect of a brushy edge to
the lower left. Now open the file brushy 1.psd and
copy and paste this brush stroke into a new channel
in your working file. Use Free Transform to resize and
position the brushstroke within the channel.

22Open the file brushy 2.psd, then copy and
paste the image into a new channel in your

working file. Use Free Transform to resize and
reposition the brush stroke within the channel to the
lower-left area of the image. Generate a selection
from this new channel and select the white border
layer at the very top of the Layers palette.
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